CHAPTER EIGHT
IT WAS A LONG WINTER, WITH GREY DAYS, RAIN AND
mists, and the house seemed to be darker than ever,
especially the parlour with the blind half down, the
passage along by the yard, the staircase with the
treads painted black in the middle* It was quiet
too, each one alone with his own thoughts. Weren-
donk, who had been laid up again in September,
coughed first thing in the morning; he mounted the
stairs slowly and with difficulty because of the pain
in his leg. When he looked round for his spectacles,
reluctant to rise, and Floris jumped up to look for
them, he would say: e That's old age, my boy,
it brings afflictions with it. We are but dust, to
dust we must return.5 But he didn't like people
to mention his ailments, or give him advice as to
what he should or should not do ; he would wave
them off as much as to say it merely bored him.
In the shop he served the customers in silence,
more slowly than he used to, folding the tops of
the bags carefully, and sometimes he would look
up with a surprised expression at an ordinary
question, as though he hadn't understood. His old
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